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Introduction

Identity Development

Psychologists have long pondered what elements are necessary during adolescence in
order for an individual to become a mentally healthy and societally productive adult. Identity
development is an ongoing process from the early stages of experiencing the world for the first
time to the late stages of reflecting on one’s life. The dissection of identity development has led
to the organization of stages. Erik Erikson, one of the most influential scholars in understanding
human identity development, devised a series of eight stages that occur chronologically
throughout a person’s life. Based on these stages, developmental psychologist James Marcia, a
clinical and developmental psychologist, focused on adolescent identity development, proposing
that it consists of varying degrees of exploration and commitment, including various statuses
within the identity development stage. Marcia is Professor of Psychology at Simon Fraser
University in Canada; he formed his identity development theory in the 1960s.
For this analysis, I will examine the application of Marcia’s statuses to adolescent
fictional characters, with an emphasis on the effects of diversity. Using the framework of
developmental psychology, several adolescent protagonists of various works of fiction are
analyzed, with the following questions in mind: How well does each character fit James Marcia’s
model for identity development statuses? How do the characters’ aspects of diversity affect their
identity development process? What does all of this imply?
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Background: The Basis for Marcia’s Work
Marcia’s statuses, which I explain in depth in the following section of this introduction,
are focused on the varying states of exploration and commitment of childhood and adolescence.
His statuses can occur in any order, any number of times, throughout an individual’s identity
development. Ideally, an individual will reach an Achievement status of high commitment after
experiencing significant exploration (Marcia, 136).
His understanding of identity development is based on the work of his predecessors,
especially his immediate predecessor Erik Erikson. Marcia wrote extensively on the ways in
which psychotherapists could use Erikson’s stages in their clinical assessments (Marcia and
Josselson).
In order to understand Marcia’s adolescent development framework, it is important to
understand Erikson’s outline for development. Unlike Marcia’s, Erikson’s stages are thought to
occur chronologically at specific times during an individual’s entire life, not just adolescence. He
modified Freud’s psychosexual theory into an eight-stage process of human identity
development (Amidon). Freud’s developmental theories are the underlying bases for his
successors; he is often called the “father” of psychology, though his assumptions are not without
critsism, especially from a feminist lens. This point will be further explored later in the
introduction.
Each of Erikson’s stages involve conflict and an adjustment of attitudes and ideas, with
either a positive or negative result (Amidon). His stages are defined by the following conflicts,
occurring in strict chronological order:
●

Trust vs. Mistrust

●

Autonomy vs. Shame/Doubt
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●

Initiative vs. Guilt

●

Industry vs. Inferiority

●

Identity vs. Role Confusion

●

Intimacy vs. Isolation

●

Generativity vs. Stagnation

●

Integrity vs. Despair
The first of Erikson’s stages, Trust vs. Mistrust, occurs from birth to twelve months.

During this stage, an infant must learn that adults can be trusted, which occurs as its survival
needs are met. If the world is not seen as a predictable, safe place, due to irresponsible
caregivers, feelings of mistrust and anxiety are thought to originate (Amidon). From one to three
years of age, a child enters the stage of Autonomy vs. Shame/ Doubt. The toddler begins to act
on her environment and establish independence. If denied the opportunity to make decisions and
obtain a sense of agency, low self-esteem and shame will develop.
The Initiative vs. Guilt stage occurs from ages three to six. At this age, children must
learn to set and achieve goals during interactions with others. Guilt, rather than ambition, will
arise if the child is not allowed to do so. From age six to twelve, the Industry vs. Inferiority stage
occurs, in which a child begins to compare herself to her peers, which will lead to either pride or
feelings of inferiority (Amidon). The last stage of adolescence is Identity vs. Role Confusion,
from age twelve to eighteen. The individual must find a strong sense of self; otherwise, apathy
will result in a weakly held identity and role confusion. This stage is more thoroughly expanded
by Marcia.
The next stage covers a longer phase of life, termed “early adulthood,” from the twenties
to the forties. It is defined by Intimacy or Isolation. At this point, a strong sense of self must have
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already been developed; “if other stages have not been successfully resolved, young adults may
have trouble developing and maintaining successful relationships with others” (Amidon). By
middle-adulthood, the forties through mid-sixties, the individual enters a stage of Generativity
vs. Stagnation, either finding a meaningful vocation, contributing to the next generation, and
contributing positively to society, or feeling “stagnant” and meaningless in everyday work.
Finally, at the end of life, the individual enters a period of Integrity vs. Despair, during which she
either feels pride and satisfaction reflecting on her life or feels a sense of failure. If this stage is
unsuccessful, she will focus on “what would have, should have, and could have been” (Amidon).
Continuing from birth to early adulthood, Erikson’s stages build upon one another and
suggest that failure in one stage leads to difficulty finding success in the following stages. There
is also a strong sense of dichotomy in each stage; the outcome is either wholly positive or
negative and perhaps oversimplified. With a focus on the adolescent period of an individual’s
life, Marcia narrows in on Erikson’s idea of Identity vs. Role Confusion. He argues that, during
adolescence, an individual experiences varying amounts of exploration and commitment (Marcia
136).
To reiterate, Erikson’s stages occur chronologically throughout an individual's entire life
and focus on the success or failure to healthily progress. Marcia’s stages are not chronological,
occur mainly during adolescence, and focus on degrees of exploration vs. commitment regarding
identity. Following is a more in-depth, comprehensive explanation of Maricia’s stages.

Understanding Marcia’s Statuses of Identity Development
An adolescent, according to Marcia, experiences statuses of identity Diffusion,
Foreclosure, Moratorium, and Achievement (Oswalt), each involving varying levels of
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exploration and commitment. Exploration refers to “active search among alternatives” and
commitment refers to “demonstrated investment” (Marcia and Josselson). The key differences
between Erikson’s stages and Marcia’s are worth mentioning. Marcia uses the term “status” to
represent the unique nature of his proposed idea. Each array of “statuses” takes place within a
specific “stage.” This is illustrated below. Unlike Erikson’s stages, each status of Marcia’s
Identity Development stage need not occur in chronological order, can occur more than once
regarding multiple facets of identity, and occur primarily during late adolescence (though a few
characters I evaluate seem to experience them during earlier childhood or into adulthood).
Marcia argues that issues regarding identity are most predominant during late adolescence
because “this is when the necessary physiological, cognitive, and social expectational factors are
present” (Marcia and Josselson). Societal institutions, parents, and peers expect an individual to
make commitments as they enter independence and adulthood.
An illustration of Marcia’s late adolescence statuses, which occur during the “identity/
identity diffusion” stage (Marcia and Josselson):
Age:

Late Adolescence

Stage:

Identity/ Identity Diffusion

Criteria:

Exploration/ Commitment

Statuses:

Identity Achievement
Moratorium
Foreclosure
Identity Diffusion

Marcia’s statuses are as follows:
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●

Diffusion, characterized by low exploration and low commitment

●

Foreclosure, characterized by low exploration and high commitment

●

Moratorium, characterized by high exploration and low commitment

●

Achievement, characterized by high commitment following high exploration
These statuses can be illustrated using religious identity as an example. Religion is one

of the many facets of a person’s identity; they are applicable to many others as well.
During Diffusion, there is no sense of having choices. Diffusion is defined by disorientation, a
lack of goals or commitment, and often avoidance or procrastination. The term “diffusion”
probably refers to the state of disorder during the chemical action of diffusion; this occurs as
molecules move from areas of high concentration to low concentration until equilibrium has
been achieved. Individuals in a state of diffusion identity have yet to reach equilibrium,
underlying this metaphor. There is neither exploration nor commitment, but simply an
acceptance of the status quo. This status is characterized by a lacking sense of self; “if you ask a
young tween whether he is a Republican, Democrat, or Independent, he would most likely say he
doesn't know and has never even thought about it” (Fraser). According to Marcia, an individual
in this status will feel a sense of meaninglessness and seem to care little about anything; the best
example of this in my findings is early-novel Holden Caulfield (Marcia and Josselson).
For example, say an individual were raised by devout Catholic parents. He tags along for
Mass on Sundays and occasional church-led events. He never questions his parents’ faith. He
never explores other religions, and he never considers any other options. He also has not thought
deeply about his Catholic faith; he is simply going through the motions. The Diffusion status is a
passive existence. One experiencing this status is motivated by sensation and survival instincts;
he or she simply avoids pain and seeks comfort. Individuals in this status may feel a sense of
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withdrawal from the world and likely show a lack of interest when it comes to politics, religion
and other worldviews (Vinney). Many fictional characters experience this status before the rising
action or climax of their narratives; this is the status most regularly experienced in the absence of
crisis. In one of his earlier descriptions of this stage, Marcia references the fictional character
Juno from the 2007 film of the same name, who is catapulted into dealing with issues of her
identity by her pregnancy. She says to her father, “I don’t exactly know what kind of girl I am,”
suggesting a state of identity diffusion (Marcia and Josselson).
Foreclosure is defined by low exploration yet high commitment; the individual accepts
whatever he or she has been taught by family, authority figures, and culture without exploration.
The term “foreclosure” most likely refers to the fact that individuals in this status have
prematurely “foreclosed” on an identity, even if it is unhealthy or negative. To foreclose is to
“hold exclusively” or “close in advance.” To understand this status using the previous example,
say that the same individual has decided he will attend every Mass and every event held by the
church, even taking on leadership roles and volunteering his time. Yet he still has never
questioned the church’s teachings nor learned about any other religions. According to Marcia,
people stuck in this status often feel their “neatly constructed world seems in danger of
disintegrating” and focus on trying to change external conditions of their world without changing
themselves (Marcia and Josselson). They have unflinchingly carried a set of beliefs directly from
their childhoods, often at the expense of their real-life needs.
Prompted by crisis, Moratorium includes high exploration and low commitment. This
status is termed “moratorium” because the individual’s identity is hanging in a state of temporary
postponement, allowing for significant exploration. Their identity is in a state of moratorium.
Marcia describes an individual in this status as “going through a meaningful, though
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uncomfortable, crisis… people in a Moratorium status either go on to make meaningful
commitments or give up the struggle and return to earlier, Foreclosed positions” (Marcia and
Josselson). This status is the most anxiety-inducing because intense internal struggles are
occuring.
The individual has begun to branch out and experiment with differing beliefs, values, and
practices but has yet to make decisions. In our example, say the individual has just learned that
his priests hold a belief which concerns him. He has begun to research the differing beliefs
between various religions and sects. He isn’t quite sure what to make of all of the newly gathered
information. Maybe he skips a few Masses. He continues to explore, unsure how he feels about
his religious identity.
Finally, the Achievement status occurs with high commitment after high exploration. The
title “achievement” is self explanatory; the individual has achieved an identity after a period of
exploration. However, my analysis reveals that “achievement” is perhaps an overly optimistic
term for the identities to which some characters commit. In continuing the previous example, say
the individual has researched the beliefs held by his church, other sects, and a few other religious
systems, even attending various services. He has decided where he stands regarding the opinions
held by his priests, but he has decided that he will not renounce his faith. He continues to attend
Mass, but feels better-informed and doesn’t quite agree with every belief presented by his
parents and priests. Alternatively, he may choose to renounce the faith of his childhood in favor
of something entirely different.
This way of understanding identity development helps to simplify the many aspects of
emotional growth an adolescent experiences. These statuses can be applied to many aspects of an
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adolescent’s identity development including sexual orientation, personal values and beliefs,
racial and ethnic identity, gender identity, and so on.
Marica places great emphasis on the importance of identity development. He says that a
sense of continuity when one considers a past self is necessary “ but not a sufficient, condition
for an identity. Memory and the ensuing self tell us that we are. Identity, as I understand it, is a
later developmental attainment that tells us what and who we are” (Marcia 132, “Treading
Fearlessly”). He asserts that although a strong sense of identity does not necessitate increased
happiness, those who have it “seem not to experience the levels of despair found in less
cognitively sophisticated persons” (133).

Criticism
Although Marcia’s statuses are useful for understanding identity development, he and
other identity development scholars are not without criticism. In fact, research regarding identity
development has been criticized by feminist scholars because this research is often androcentric
and not concerned with the varying experiences of diversity. Test subjects on which identity
development theory is based are often white, cis-gendered, male, socioeconomically higher class,
Western individuals, which ignores the experiences of those who do not fit these categories.
Often credited as the father of identity development theory, Sigmund Freud himself admitted that
his research was based solely on the development of boys, and that “the expectation of there
being a complete parallel [between the two sexes] was mistaken” (Strouse 4). His revised
theories conclude that female development is complete only with the acceptance of her
“anatomical inferiority,” frustration, disappointment, and passivity (5). This flawed
understanding of femininity informed many psychoanalysts to follow, including Erikson.
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It is important to note, Erikson, whose developmental theories informed Marcia’s,
believed that “in female experience an ‘inner space’ is at the center of despair even as it is the
very center of potential fulfillment… To be left, for her, means to be left empty… Each
menstruation [is] a crying to heaven in the mourning over a child… suffering women [want]
above all what men had, namely, exterior equipment and traditional access to ‘outer’ space”
(Strouse 305-306). These theories of female development as “lacking” or “less than,” defined by
a reclusiveness, passivity, disappointment, and penis-envy are as insulting as they are obviously
derived by androcentric psychology. Though this way of thinking has been criticized at length, it
is vital to keep in mind the core understandings held by the scholars who shaped the theories we
still consider valuable.
Criticism of this fundamentally flawed theoretical basis have taken form in the years
since its inception. In asserting the androcentric nature of Erikson’s theories, feminist scholars
point out Western ideology, a devaluing of perceived feminine characteristics, has led to an
understanding of identity that depends on separation and independence (Sorrel 113).
Additionally, Erikson’s theory is focused on a standard defined by his interpretation of a healthy
man, from which women “deviate” (Sorrel 116). We have been presented a worldview through
the eyes and experiences of men, with an underlying misinterpretation of “presumed neutrality”
(Gilligan 6). Feminist scholar Carol Gilligan asserts that Freud’s error was in trying to
retrospectively fit girls into his already masculine conception of development, equating
femininity with failure (6).
The theories of identity development created by Erikson are still, in general, considered
useful by feminist scholars, who warn researchers not to impose their preconceived ideas of
experience on their study participants, but to instead look as closely for difference as for
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commonality (105). In summary, the theorization about abstract, universal principles often leads
to an unconscious ignorance of diversity. It relabels difference as “deviation.”
In the years since Marcia released his interpretation of adolescent identity development, in
the 1960s, there have been several scholars who have critically evaluated his ideas and their
practical interpretations. It is important to take note of the criticisms and comments on Marcia' s
statuses as they are represented in this analysis. The identity development status most often
portrayed in adolescent characters is that of Moratorium, characterized by high exploration and
low commitment. Though often seen as a pause between childhood and adulthood, Marcia posits
that this status is the most internally active (Pond). Pond argues that Moratorium is the most
important of the status, and if an adolescent is not able to adequately engage in it, he or she will
default to Foreclosure, "a much weaker status that could lead to later questioning and
uncertainty" (Pond). Characters who are stifled by cultural circumstance, especially as a result of
race or gender, are often trapped in a state of Foreclosure; these characters' stories tend to end in
tragedy, by way of mental illness or fatal decisions (Pecola Breedlove and Bigger Thomas come
to mind). This implies that an adolescent must experience all of Marcia's statuses of identity
development in order to transition into healthy adulthood. Especially Moratorium.
Pond also points out the importance of which aspects of identity on which an author
encourages readers to focus. For example, a character may be a young girl living in the
southwest of the United States, but the author may choose to focus her development on her
gender identity rather than her regional identity (Pond). This is significant in understanding the
author's goals in representing a particular adolescent character. This also suggests what
characteristics an author expects his or her audience to consider "automatic," whether conscious
or not. Consider that many books with white adolescent protagonists do not involve an identity
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development that has focus on race. This is because, in cultural context, racial minorities are
much more likely to consider race a significant factor of their identities.
Other scholars (Adolescent psychologists Elisabetta Crocetti, Monica Rubini, and Wim
Meeus in [6] as well as Theo A. Klimstra, William W. Hale III, Quinten A.W. Raaijmakers,
Susan J.T. Branje, and Wim H.J. Meeus in [10]) agree that Marcia has contributed the most
important elaboration on the work of Erikson. His proposed statuses are certainly useful in
building an understanding of identity development, despite the underlying flaws of
developmental theory.

A Focus on Diversity
This analysis will include the evaluation of fictional characters who fall into one or more
categories of diversity. For that reason, it is important to understand diversity and prejudice.
Diversity as used here refers to the existence of social difference, including gender, race, weight,
sexual orientation, age, and ability status (Blaine 2). Humans categorize each other according to
our social differences (15). This leads to a series of in-groups and out-groups, those social
categories to which we do and do not belong, respectively. While this categorization is useful
and helps us to simplify and understand the world, it also leads to prejudice and stereotyping.
Stereotypes are beliefs about members of a social group, including personality traits, behaviors,
and motives. These beliefs tend to be dispositional, meaning that they define a person’s inner
qualities, and they tend to be predominantly negative (31). On the other hand, prejudice is the
“unjustified negative judgement of an individual based on his or her social group identity” (67).
Because of the limitations created by an androcentric and non-diverse research base, it
will become obvious in this analysis that Marcia’s statuses of identity development do not
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universally “fit” every subject. Some fictional characters experience half as many statuses of
identity development as others; some are never able to engage in the leisurely act of
introspection; some are never comfortable enough with their self-awareness in order to reach a
state of exploration, often due to societal prejudice that stifles the individual. Often the individual
is caught in a case of internalized oppression, which refers to the psychological phenomenon of
seeing oneself through the eyes of one’s oppressors (Williams 1). This involves seeing oneself as
lesser for inherent qualities that are ranked lower by a prejudicial societal structure.

This Analysis
Categorized statuses and stages of identity development are useful in evaluating fictional
characters who experience crises and subsequent growth as part of their fictional journeys. The
“coming of age” stories popular among high school and college curriculums include characters
who are grappling with who they are in the face of conflict. This is especially interesting
regarding characters who are female, racially or ethnically diverse, or fall into other categories of
underrepresentation. For this analysis, I will apply Marcia’s statuses of identity development to a
number of literary works with adolescents as protagonists, especially focusing on adolescents
who fall into one or more categories of diversity.
Each chapter of this analysis focuses on a specific work of fiction, a specific character
within that fiction, and a breakdown of Marcia’s identity development statuses the character
experiences. Each chapter will also include a possible evaluation of why a character does or does
not experience certain statuses.
The analysis includes the following characters: Pecola Breedlove from The Bluest Eye,
Claudia MacTeer from The Bluest Eye, Bigger Thomas from Native Son, Holden Caulfield from
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The Catcher in the Rye, Jeannette Walls of The Glass Castle. These novels were chosen for a
few basic reasons: they are commonly read in secondary and post-secondary education, so they
have a major impact on how we understand identity development, and these novels represent an
important array of diversity.
The novels’ protagonists represent different aspects of diversity. Both Pecola and Bigger,
of their respective novels, experience negatively impacted or stunted identity development due to
their race in cultural context, though Claudia illustrates that race does not predict unhealthy
development. Pecola, Jeannette, and Claudia have unique development experiences as female
characters, Pecola and Claudia at the intersection of African American race and female gender.
And, finally, Holden Caulfield experiences racial and gender diversity with a unique cultural lens
as a white, upper class male.
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Chapter: Pecola Breedlove
Novel: The Bluest Eye, Toni Morrison, 1970

Description of Character
The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison is not told from the perspective of Pecola, as she
remains a passive character in her own story. The narrative takes place in 1941, in the town
Morrison herself was raised. Pecola is an African American girl born of poverty, domestic
violence, and self-loathing. She is tormented by her peers, dismissed by her family, and
victimized by the adults in her life. Eventually, she descends into a self-protecting state of
insanity.
The narrator of the story, accompanied by an omniscient narrator during the events she
does not witness, is Claudia MacTeer. Claudia provides an important contrast to Pecola, arguably
a complete foil. She is active, she is consistently angry about the racism imposed upon her, and
she is able to reach a healthy state of identity. Claudia has her own analysis in a separate chapter,
in which I argue that her much healthier development is partially the result of her intrinsic
qualities (her tenacity and willingness to question), but more so the result of her loving,
supportive family, which Pecola does not have.
It is worth noting these girls are both a bit young for Marcia’s statuses, which are
designed to fit adolescents. Pecola and Claudia are eleven at the beginning of the novel.
Claudia’s narration is a reflection on the past during her adulthood, so she is able to comment on
her identity development and that of Pecola from a post-adolescent position in life.
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Claudia’s parents take in Pecola, whose father has tried to burn down their house. When
Pecola returns home, her parents are revealed to be abusive and volatile. Her brother runs away.
The novel then extends into the backstories of Pecola’s parents, which are full of discontent,
violence, and abandonment. Eventually, Pecola’s father rapes and impregnates her, but the baby
is a stillborn. Pecola falls into a deep state of delusion, believing she has been cured of all the
ugliness in her life because her eyes have turned blue.

Identity Development Statuses Experienced
Pecola’s identity development, stunted by violence, self-hatred, and delusion, is more
complicated to decipher than that of many other characters. Her victimization and the selfloathing of those around her contribute to a disrupted development. She has a passive role in her
own life; things happen to her, not by her own volition. Her life is shaped by the institutional
structures which oppress and devalue non-whiteness. Eventually, she finds a mental, emotional
escape from the realities of her existence.

Diffusion (low commitment, low exploration)
Pecola’s passivity is notable early on. She observes violence when her parents fight, but
she does not choose sides, participate, nor try to run away, unlike her brother who helps beat
their father unconscious. Pecola endures the violence and silently longs for escape:
There was a difference in the reaction of the children to these battles. Sammy
cursed for a while, or left the house, or threw himself into the fray… Pecola, on
the other hand, restricted by youth and sex, experimented with methods of
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endurance… She struggled between an overwhelming desire that one would kill
the other, and a profound wish that she herself could die (Morrison 43).
This trend toward passivity continues as she experiences more violence and neglect in her
life. When the neighborhood boys torment her, she is passively victimized until other girls rescue
her, most effectively a lighter-skinned girl. Her mother shows love to a little white girl at the
expense of her daughter. Her own father rapes her. Enduring all of this violence and hatred, she
is not focused on exploring her identity and has no sense of commitment to who she is or should
be. She is instead focused on survival and reprieve from pain.

Foreclosure (high commitment, low exploration)
When she is still very young and has yet to explore anything, Pecola has decided she
wants to have blue eyes. Her commitment to wanting blue eyes comes not from exploration but
from passive experiences of bullying, violence, and the self-hatred she observes among adults
who look like her:
It had occurred to Pecola some time ago that if her eyes, those eyes that held the
pictures, and knew the sights—if those eyes of hers were different, that is to say,
beautiful, she herself would be different (Morrison 46).
And so Pecola exists in a state of high commitment to an identity of self-hatred and desire
for impossible change, while still in a state of low-exploration. She is victim to the sexism which
falls upon all women, desiring beauty as defined by one’s culture in order to feel worthy.
Unfortunately for Pecola, she is also victim to the racism permeating her world, and the qualities
which would make her beautiful, as she has been taught to understand beauty, are unattainable
for her, leaving her in a state of unanswered longing.
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Pecola’s and Frieda’s initial responses to the racist, sexist standards imposed upon them
contrast sharply with Claudia’s response. None of these young girls have a fully rounded
understanding of racism or sexism, but Claudia responds to the image of Shirley Temple with
anger and vague hatred, while Pecola and Frieda idolize the quintessential beautiful light-skinned
girl. Claudia recalls these moments of juxtaposition:
She was a long time with the milk, and gazed fondly at the silhouette of Shirley
Temple’s dimpled face. Frieda and she had a loving conversation about how cuute Shirley Temple was. I couldn’t join them in their adoration because I hated
Shirley (Morrison 19).
This highlights the possibility of simply intrinsic differences between Pecola, Frieda, and
Claudia. All girls are taught to see whiteness as beautiful and ideal and blackness as ugly and
less-than, but only Claudia responds to this with immediate hatred and anger. The other girls
idolize what they have been taught to idolize, thereby hating themselves in the ways they have
been taught to hate themselves.

Moratorium (low commitment, high exploration)
Pecola does engage in some exploration, though she is misguided by the confusing and
flawed information she receives. After her first menstruation, Pecola asks another young girl
how to have a baby. She is told she must get someone to love her. She wonders how it is possible
to receive love.
Her conscious exploration includes conversations with her peers and the prostitutes who
live upstairs. She continues to explore the meaning of love and how it is achieved, though
misdirected by the examples in her life:
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She thought of Dewey Prince and how he loved Miss Marie [a prostitute]. What
did love feel like? she wondered. How do grown-ups act when they love each
other?... Into her eyes came the picture of Cholly and Mrs. Breedlove [her
parents] in bed. He making sounds as though he were in pain, as though
something had him by the throat and wouldn’t let go. Terrible as his noises were,
they were not nearly as bad as the no noise at all from her mother. It was as
though she was not even there. Maybe that was love. Choking sounds and silence
(Morrison 57).

Achievement (high commitment, high exploration)
After Pecola’s period of high exploration in which she tries to understand the meaning of
love, all the while subject to constant and increasing violence, she commits to an identity that is
entirely fantasy. Her commitment to an identity has been shaped by her loveless, violent, hateful
existence. It is the reprieve of delusion. Pecola believes her eyes have become blue. She talks to
an imaginary presence about them:
What? What will we talk about?
Why, your eyes.
Oh, yes. My eyes. My blue eyes. Let me look again.
See how pretty they are.
Yes. They get prettier each time I look at them.
They are the prettiest I’ve ever seen. (Morrison 201).

Conclusion
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Although Pecola explores her identity to the degree which she is capable, she is much
less an active player in her development than she is a passive victim to the violence and hatred
around her. The only escape available to her is an inward one, the escape of delusion and
insanity. Her identity development is twisted, the product of prejudice and bitterness:
This soil is bad for certain kinds of flowers. Certain seeds it will not nurture,
certain fruit it will not bear, and when the land kills of its own volition, we
acquiesce and say the victim had no right to live (Morrison 206).
Because Pecola is victimized from the beginning of her life, born to parents who hope
their own dissatisfaction will subside with the addition of children, born of poverty and a
community in which the outside world’s prejudice has soured into self-hatred, because of the
circumstances of her childhood, Pecola is not able to properly develop as an individual. Selfactualization is impossible for someone whose focus must be survival. Her stunted and twisted
identity development is due to her experience of race and gender in cultural context.
Pecola is a poster-child for internalized oppression. This is the psychological
phenomenon of seeing oneself through the eyes of one’s oppressors (Williams 1). Examples of
internalized oppression are easily found all over the globe; significant percentages of women in
Nigeria, Togo, the Philippines, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Taiwan, Korea, and Senegal use skinwhitening products, despite the documented dangers of these products, which lead to scarring,
rashes, kidney failure, anxiety, and depression (David, 1). This is clearly a matter of cultural and
racial oppression; these women live in a world which preferences whiteness and Western culture.
And it is clearly a matter of sexism; women all over the globe are held to unreachable standards
of attractiveness.
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But, this is not simply external oppression. These women are willfully choosing to cause
harm to their bodies. The women themselves are buying and applying skin-whitening products
for their own bodies. They have internalized the oppression of societal preferences and
standards, and by understanding the situation in this way “it will become clear that the problem
also involves a devaluation or inferiorization of one’s self and one’s group” (2). This selfdevaluation is exactly what happens to Pecola. She has been taught by every institution that her
race is ugly and less-than, and so she believes herself to be ugly and less-than.
The external force of racism in Pecola’s world has victimized everyone in her life
through the forces of poverty, humiliation, and devaluation. The internalized oppression of those
around her cause them to lash out, taking out their frustration on each other. Pecola’s father has
been humiliated and rejected as a black man, and he resents his daughter for showing the burden
on her back resultant from his inability to take care of her:
The clear statement of her misery was an accusation. He wanted to break her
neck—but tenderly. Guilt and impotence rose in a bilious duet. . . What could a
burned-out black man say to the hunched back of his eleven-year-old daughter?. .
. His hatred of her slimed in his stomach and threatened to become vomit
(Morrison 176-177).
Though there is no excuse for what he does next, it is clear that the oppression to which
he has been a victim all his life has bred a boiling sense of contempt, a contempt for himself and
for others who look and feel as he does. There begins a cycle of abuse from which Pecola never
had a chance of escaping. Identity development is thrown out the window; Pecola must find a
way to survive, even if that means wandering the Earth in a zombie-like state of delusion.
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Pecola’s demise is a sharp contrast to the healthy identity development of her counterpart,
Claudia. The key difference, I argue, is a combination of internal and external factors; Claudia is
more tenacious from the beginning, but she also has access to a loving, supportive family,
especially her sister Frieda. Not only is Pecola much more passive as an individual, she is also
neglected, not given any love or support by her family.
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Chapter: Claudia McTeer
Novel: The Bluest Eye, Toni Morrison, 1970

Description of Character
Claudia is the principle narrator of the The Bluest Eye. She narrates as an adult,
remembering her childhood. This may affect the way events are described; her assessment of her
childhood depends on the accuracy of her memory and the altered perspective of her adulthood.
It is important to remember we are hearing the voice of an adult recalling her childhood, not the
voice of a child describing events as they happen. Claudia is raised alongside Pecola with many
of the same hardships accompanying racism, but with a much more stable and loving family
dynamic. Unlike Pecola, Claudia is far from passive and fights back against the harassment and
negativity she faces. She is strong, lucid, and relatively healthy in her development, providing an
important contrast to the tragic Pecola and reminding readers that racial discrimination and
internalized oppression, while powerful forces, do not necesseitate a tragic fate.
Additionally, Claudia highlights the importance of support and love from the family in a
child’s development, which has shown a key factor among many other characters in this analysis.
Though she is whipped by her mother and abused by one of her parents’ tenants (in other words,
she has a far from perfect family dynamic) the underlying love in the interactions with her
parents and siblings plays a key role in her ability to develop her identity in a healthy manner.

Identity Development Statuses Experienced
Though Claudia is also subject to institutional racism, poverty, and the internalized
oppression of those around her, just like Pecola, as she reflects on her childhood, she recalls
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feeling an underlying, implicit presence of love. As a result, she is able to undergo a healthy
series of developmental statuses. The only status Claudia does not seem to experience is one of
Foreclosure; because her exploration of her identity begins so early in her life, she never falls
into a status of high commitment before exploration. This is perhaps the least necessary of all
statuses in producing a healthy adult, so this is not to be interpreted as a shortcoming in her
identity development.
Diffusion (low exploration, low commitment)
Before she begins exploring the meaning of her race in cultural context, which happens
early on in her life, Claudia is simply a young girl enjoying her childhood, often in situations she
does not understand to be problematic. She is sent with her sisters to gather coal for their house
and falls sick in the process. As her mother cares for her in her sickness, though angry her
daughter has fallen sick in such a circumstance, and her sister sings to her, Claudia feels
surrounded by love:
Love, thick and dark as Alaga syrup, eased up into that cracked window. I could
smell it—taste it—sweet, musty, with an edge of wintergreen in its base—
everywhere in that house … And in the night, when my coughing was dry and
tough, feet padded into the room, hands repinned the flannel, readjusted the quilt,
and rested a moment on my forehead.So when I think of autumn, I think of
somebody with hands who does not want me to die” (Morrison 27).
Also early on in her childhood, Claudia and her sister are taken advantage of by a man
named Henry Washington, who does magic tricks for them. The girls love him, but his tricks
involve hiding a penny on himself so they will have to find it on his person. Later on, he is
discovered to have molested Frieda. Henry is expelled from the house by the girls’ parents and a
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neighbor, who shoot at him as he runs away. Claudia asks Frieda about the event, which she was
not home to witness:
I went to look for Frieda. I found her upstairs lying on our bed, crying the tired,
whimpering cry that follows the first wailings … “What happened Frieda?” …
“He [Henry] touched me … Here and here.” She pointed to the tiny breasts that,
like two fallen acorns, scattered a few faded rose leaves on her dress … “I told
Mama, and she told Daddy, and we all come home, and he was gone, so we
waited for him, and when Daddy saw him come up on the porch, he threw our old
tricycle at his head and knocked him off the porch … Daddy was cussing, and
everybody was screaming… Mr. Henry shut up and started running, and Daddy
shot at him and Mr. Henry jumped out of his shoes and kept on running in his
socks” (101).
The family is worried Frieda has been “ruined,” which is the reason for Frieda’s
emotional response, but the girls have no understanding of what “ruined” is supposed to mean.
She associate it with fatness and the women who are prostitutes.
During these early years of her life, Claudia has yet to begin exploration of her identity,
nor does she have any strong convictions about the world or her place in it. Her family,
regardless of their limited means, is nurturing, supportive, and protective of Claudia and her
sisters. During this time, she fits into a category of Diffusion.

Moratorium (low commitment, high exploration)
Almost immediately in the novel, Claudia, as a very young girl, is angry about the racist
beauty standards and sexism imposed upon her. Her exploration is fueled by anger, but also
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confusion and curiosity. When she is given a blond-haired, blue-eyed babydoll for Christmas,
she tears it apart to find where its beauty is located, only to find metal wiring:
But before that I had felt a stranger, more frightening thing than hatred for all the
Shirley Temples of the world. It had begun with Christmas and the gift of dolls.
The big, the special, the loving gift was always a big, blue-eyed Baby Doll.
From the clucking sounds of adults I knew that the doll represented what they
thought was my fondest wish … I was interested only in humans my own age and
size, and could not generate any enthusiasm at the prospect of being a mother … I
was physically revolted by and secretly frightened of those round moronic eyes,
the pancake face, and orangeworms hair… I had only one desire: to dismember it.
To see of what it was made, to discover the dearness, to find the beauty, the
desirability that had escaped me, but apparently only me (19-21).
Claudia does not understand why blond hair and blue eyes make the doll beautiful in the
eyes of her elders, which frustrates her. She also recognizes she is being forcefully
compartmentalized into a specific gender role, that she is expected to want to be a mother, and
she does not. Underlying her vague anger is a desire to understand, so she tears the doll apart.
This is her first exploration of her racial identity and what it means in the context of her culture.
Though she feels she gains little understanding from this exploration, her discovery of nothing is
a discovery; she finds the beauty standards of her culture are based on nothing. There is no
validity to them.
She continues to explore the meaning of her race with the same sense of confusion and
anger. When she and Frieda go to visit Pecola at her mother’s workplace, Claudia is furious to
hear the white daughter of Mrs. Breedlove’s employer call her “Polly” because even Pecola is
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expected to call her mother Mrs. Breedlove (123). When Pecola accidentally spills a hot pie on
the floor, Mrs. Breedlove shoves, slaps, and verbally abuses her, while simultaneously
comforting the white daughter of her employer. Claudia witnesses this disturbing juxtaposition
of love and hatred, tenderness and cruelty, without commentary.
Claudia’s reaction to Pecola’s mistreatment is anger. She is angry a white girl is allowed
to use a more familiar term with Pecola’s mother than Pecola herself, and she seems to vaguely
understand the implications this has, though she does not articulate this understanding, only the
anger it stirs in her.

Achievement (low exploration, high commitment)
After exploring her identity and the meaning of her race in cultural context, Claudia
comes to the conclusion that Pecola’s demise was not the fault of her own or even the fault of her
parents (she asserts that Pecola’s father loved her, in a sickly, fatal way), but rather the fault of
their society as a whole. She represents this conclusion metaphorically, comparing Pecola to a
marigold:
I even think now that the land of the entire country was hostile to marigolds that
year. This soil is bad for certain kinds of flowers. Certain seeds it will not nurture,
certain fruit it will not bear, and when the land kills of its own volition, we
acquiesce and say the victim had no right to live. We are wrong, of course, but it
doesn’t matter. It’s too late (220).
Her understanding of Pecola’s fate is an understanding of the institutional racism and
classism which caused it. Pecola, the marigold, did not grow successfully not because of any
fault of her own, but because “the land of the entire country was hostile to marigolds.”
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Claudia, who responds to racism and internalized oppression with action and anger, has
explored and come to understand the world. She, who has grown to be a lucid, healthy adult, sees
Pecola as a tragedy resultant from the very forces she herself was pitted up against. In this way,
Pecola became something for her community to compare themselves:
We were so beautiful when we stood astride her ugliness. Her simplicity
decorated us, her guilt sanctified us, her pain made us glow with health, her
awkwardness made us think we had a sense of humor. Her inarticulateness made
us believe we were eloquent. Her poverty kept us generous. Even her waking
dreams we used—to silence our own nightmares (205).
Claudia understands Pecola’s place in her world, and thereby understands her own place
in the world, too. She feels guilt in failing to protect and nurture Pecola the way she was
protected and nurtured, so she and Frieda avoid her.

Conclusion
Though Claudia is subjected to many of the same traumas as Pecola, including poverty,
physical and sexual abuse, and racist beauty standards, Claudia has much more family love and
support. When one of her parents’ tenants is discovered to be a pedophile, her parents and a
neighbor chase him away. When she falls ill, her mother, though frustrated and forceful, nurses
her to health. Her sister sings to her to comfort her, and in turn she wipes her sister’s tears with
her dress after she has been “ruined” by molestation.
Claudia’s confidence, lack of passivity in comparison to Pecola, and fervent exploration
of her racial identity may be due in part to dispositional differences between the two girls. When
the girls are very young, Claudia is the only one who responds to racism with anger and
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confusion. The argument that Claudia is intrinsically different is strengthened by the fact that her
own sister, Frieda, does not respond this way. Pecola and Frieda dote over the image of Shirley
Temple, while Claudia cannot relate because she feels nothing but contempt for the perfect little
white girl.
Though partially dispositional, these differences between Claudia and Pecola are moreso
the result of Claudia’s more healthy upbringing; her family loves and seeks to protect her. Pecola
is not granted anything comparable. Pecola’s abuse is issued from the hands and mouths of her
own mother and father, rendering healthy identity development nearly impossible.
Certainly race and gender are significant factors in a person’s experiences with major effects on
their identity development. But Pecola and Claudia are the same race, same gender, raised in the
same neighborhood at the same time. The difference is in the love and support of the family. Not
to mention, Claudia is acquainted with Pecola in the first place because her mother temporarily
adopts the girl; she is homeless because of her father’s violence. Therefore, Claudia is also of a
higher socioeconomic status, even if only slightly.
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Chapter: Bigger Thomas
Novel: Native Son, Richard Wright, 1940

Description of Character
In Richard Wright’s highly symbolic novel Native Son, Bigger Thomas is an African
American man whose life is defined by limitation, frustration, poverty, and violence. His narrow
avenues for improving his quality of life include robbery and accepting a subservient position in
a white household. When Bigger accidentally smothers his white employer’s daughter, he finally
feels a sense of purpose, but he is quickly discovered and captured.
The novel begins with Bigger begrudgingly accepting a subservient job in a wealthy,
white household at the demand of his mother. His employer’s daughter asks him to drive her and
her boyfriend around. She becomes intoxicated by the end of the evening, and Bigger has to help
her to her room. Afraid of what may happen if he is discovered alone in with her in her room,
Bigger accidentally smothers and kills her. He disposes of the body and plans to extort her father
for money as a way of gaining power and self-agency in his life. The plan ultimately fails and
Bigger is apprehended.

Identity Development Statuses Experienced
Bigger’s only motivations are survival and self-preservation. He begins the novel filled
with misdirected and vague frustration, feeling nothing but hatred for his impoverished,
purposeless family. His family contributes to his ill-defined hatred by pressuring him to accept
one of the narrow avenues of life available to him, roles of either subservience or violence. His
mother pressures him into accepting a role as a servant for a wealthy white family.
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He is not in the position long before Mary, a rich white girl and the daughter of his
employer, asks him to take her and her boyfriend somewhere secretly. Mary drinks too much,
and so he must help her to her room afterwards. He is alone with her in her darkened bedroom
when her grandmother, a blind woman, stands in the doorway to check on her. Afraid that he will
be accused of assaulting the white girl, since he is alone with her and she is intoxicated, he puts a
pillow over her face to keep her quiet. As a result, Mary suffocates to death. Bigger’s accidental
killing of Mary, due to his self-preservation instincts as a black man, instills a sense of purpose
in him, revelling in the white blindness around him and using his assumed subservience to feign
ignorance. Unfortunately, he is never able to explore his identity and subsequently reach a state
of Achievement.
His inability to reach a state of Achievement is in contrast with Claudia, an African
American female character who is able to complete a healthy identity development. The key
difference is Bigger’s lack of family love and support. I make the same argument with regard to
Pecola. Although Bigger is not sexually abused like Pecola is, he is abandoned by his father,
pressured and tormented by his mother, and has no sense of closeness with his siblings. There
must be some avenue of love and support from the family in order for a character to reach a state
of healthy identity development, especially when faced with the added obstacles of being African
American in 1940s America.
An analysis of Bigger is useful in this discussion of identity development and how it is
affected by various aspects of diversity; Bigger represents a cross-section of demographic
characteristics which no other protagonist in this analysis does. With that said, Native Son has
been criticized, for Bigger seems to represent more of a caricature than a rounded, complete
individual. He is a symbol for the racism and classism plaguing America, not a detailed portrait
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of a real individual. This likely has an effect on the analysis of his identity development, but it is
still worth evaluating.

Diffusion (low exploration, low commitment)
At the novel’s opening, Bigger has no sense of who he is, who he wants to be, or how to
articulate his feelings regarding his existence. When his mother tells him to take a job with a rich
white family, he is frustrated with his limited options in life. He uses violence to quiet his
feelings of fear and meaninglessness. In an attempt at distraction, he attends the movies. Even
this is a reminder of his station in life, as the movies show whiteness as rich and beautiful and
glamorous and blackness as savage and stupid.
He feels an inarticulate hatred for white people. Even when Mary and Jan, two young
white communists, attempt to treat him with decency, he senses danger and feels rage at the
thought that he is being mocked. When Jan tells him to shake his hand and use his first name,
Bigger is overcome with fear and rage:
He flushed warm with anger. Goddamn her soul to hell! Was she [Mary] laughing
at him? Were they making fun of him? What was it that they wanted? … He was
trying desperately to understand… He was very conscious of his black skin… At
that moment he felt toward Mary and Jan a dumb, cold, inarticulate hate (Wright
66).
Bigger is led by an indefinite hatred for both the social worlds to which he does and does
not belong. His actions are motivated by fear and shame; his identity is nothing more than a
vague sense of anger and humiliation.
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Foreclosure (low exploration, high commitment)
A state of high commitment and low exploration is the last status that Bigger experiences.
He never has a chance to consciously explore his identity, limited by the results of his failed
attempts of self-preservation.
Bigger has to rely on his survival instincts, which eventually contribute to his demise.
Shortly after he grudgingly accepts a subservient position in a wealthy, white household, Bigger
has to escort his employers’ daughter, Mary, to her bedroom because she is drunk. To avoid
being detected by her blind grandmother, he keeps Mary quiet with a pillow over her face,
accidentally smothering her to death in the process.
Bigger’s fear of being caught in a white girl’s bedroom stems from the cultural treatment
of black men accused of assaulting white women. Historically and currently, American society
has characterized black men as a threat to the innocence of white women (an example of both
racism and benevolent sexism). Evidence of this societal mindset is easily found. In a famous
Florida case, four black men known as the “Groveland Four” were accused of raping a white
woman in 1949; one was killed before he was charged and the other three were convicted based
on unsubstational evidence. All four men were severely beaten when accused, and when the
fourth escaped the mob, he was hunted down by a vigilante force of a thousand men and shot
400 times. The mob also burned down houses and fired guns into the homes of a predominantly
black neighborhood. Due to the overwhelming evidence of their innocence, the men have since
been granted posthumous pardons (Press). This case is far from isolated; many of the lynchings
of Post-Civil War America were motivated by similar claims of black men assaulting white
women. When nearly caught alone with a vulnerable white girl, Bigger is literally afraid for his
life. He acts out of self-preservation and panic.
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After killing Mary, Bigger finally feels a sense of purpose. He convinces himself the
murder was purposeful, the key to his destiny, and he is now freer than ever to do as he pleases
while flying under the blind white radar. Defying the absolute social barrier between black man
and white woman, Bigger feels a convoluted sense of pride in his ability to get away with Mary’s
murder. He devises a plan to demand ransom money, blaming the communists. He manipulates
the prejudice of his employer and the private investigator, feigning ignorance and subservience
to Mary, claiming to have kept her secrets and followed her orders. Bigger feels a sense of
commitment to his new identity: a killer of a white woman, an extorter of white wealth and
ignorance:
“He felt that he has his destiny in his grasp. He was more alive than he could ever
remember having been; his mind and attention were pointed . . . The shame and
fear and hate which Mary and Jan and Mr. Dalton and that huge rich house had
made rise so hard and hot in him had now cooled and softened. Had he not done
what they thought he never could? His being black and at the bottom of the world
was something which he could take with a new-born strength” (Wright 129).
When Mary’s bones are found, the trap for Bigger is set. Again motivated by selfpreservation, Bigger rapes and kills his girlfriend, a black woman, afraid to either bring her along
or leave her behind, given how much she knows:
“He began to doubt her; he had never heard this tone in her voice before. He saw
her tear-wet eyes looking at him in stark fear . . . To stop Bessie who now knew
too much would be easy. He could take out a knife and cut her throat. He had to
make certain of her, one way or the other. . . Fear sheathed him in fire. . . If she
stayed here they would come to her and she would simply sob out everything. She
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would not be able to help it. . . He could not leave her and he could not take her
with him. . . How many times he had lifted the brick and brought it down he did
not know. All he knew was that the room was quiet and cold and that the job was
done” (Wright 190-196).
Despite all he does to preserve his life, in the end, Bigger is surrounded and caught; his attempts
at survival and a purposeful existence have all been inadequate.

Conclusion
Here it needs to be mentioned that Native Son is not without criticism. Less than a month
after the novel was published in 1940, 215,000 copies were sold. It educated white people about
the dismal conditions of poverty and oppression in America’s slums and ghettos, almost entirely
populated by African Americans. Despite achieving many of his political goals, Wright portrays
black characters in questionable ways. In the words of contemporary black American author
Ayana Mathis, “I don’t imagine many black people would have embraced such a grotesque
portrait of themselves” (Mathis). Bigger is inarticulate, violent, propelled by hatred and vague
anger. Other black characters are portrayed as criminals or “mammies,” unintelligent and lacking
in any sense of agency. Mathis argues that other books with impoverished, discriminated against
black subjects, such as Their Eyes Were Watching God, portray African Americans as nuanced,
complex, intelligent characters. Bigger is an unflattering caricature.
With that said, Native Son was meant to provoke and shock and is often still effective in
doing so today. It was written for blissfully ignorant white audiences. Bigger is less of a
character than he is a call-to-action for ending racial injustice. Mathis goes on to say “it would be
absurd to deny the accomplishments of Native Son… but, thank God, Bigger Thomas himself
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does not exist. He never did” (Mathis). Though Bigger is a caricature more than he a character, it
is still worthwhile to explore his identity development and its implication.
Bigger’s identity development is severely stunted by the knowledge that he is trapped. He
is solely motivated by fear and vague hatred. His murders of both women, Mary and Bessie, are
the result of the white trap around him; the blind but looming presence of white Americans
symbolized as Mary’s mother and the oppressiveness of his inevitable capture, the white snow
surrounding him. Because his attempts at self-preservation are violent and fatal, Bigger is unable
to process or explore his identity in any meaningful way, rendering impossible the transition into
an Achievement Status.
This inability to articulately form an identity is the result of “centuries of abuse and
exploitation [that] had created ways of life marked by patterns of duplicity, including selfdeception” according to Native Son’s forward author Arnold Rampersad. Bigger’s only sense of
identity is defined by an “estrangement from both black and white culture” (Wright 6).
Ultimately, he has no time to explore his identity, trapped under the constant pressure of his
existence.
One of the key factors in Bigger’s inability to reach a healthy identity development is his
loneliness in the world. He receives no love from his family, only antagonization and pressure.
His mother pressures him to accept a subservient role in the world in order to provide for the
family, which angers and frustrates Bigger. He feels no sense of interpersonal closeness with
anyone, which severely limits his ability to formulate any identity at all, let alone a healthy one.
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Chapter: Jeannette Walls
Novel: The Glass Castle, Jeannette Walls, 2005

Description of Character
The Glass Castle presents a unique point of view for identity development analysis. For
one thing, this work is the only one included in this project that is autobiographical and, to a
major degree, nonfictional. It was written by an adult woman reflecting on her own childhood
memories, rather than fictionalizations of childhood. This presents the unique perspective of a
protagonist whose voice is no longer developing in adolescence. The reflective nature of this
work provides insight into Jeannette’s own opinions about her development. Additionally,
Jeannette is a white, female protagonist whose childhood is spent at a lower socioeconomic
status (though her parents could have provided more had they chosen to do so, a fact with which
adult Jeannette is shocked to learn). This provides a unique composite of characteristics in this
analysis.
Jeanette’s narration begins when she is a successful adult. She sees her mother digging
through trash, homeless, evoking memories of her childhood and the questionable ways her
parents chose to raise their children. Her childhood, she recalls, was full of hardships and abuses.
Jeannette is born in 1960 in the American midwest. Her parents do not provide for their
children’s physical needs and constantly uproot them to avoid the law. In addition, as a young
girl, she is assaulted by several boys and men. Her memories are mostly chronological,
beginning when she is three years old, until she escapes home for New York City as a junior in
high school.
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Diffusion (low exploration, low commitment)
Early on in the novel, Jeannette is only three years old and has no idea that her home life
is anything but happy. When she burns herself cooking a hotdog, the hospital staff are concerned
about her situation, but she doesn't understand why. She is content in the hospital where she has
food and a bed, but she is also content with her constantly uprooted family.
Despite her contentedness, Jeannette is often left vulnerable to abuse, including sexual abuse.
She is not passive during these events, in contrast to a character like Pecola Breedlove, whose
survival technique is passivity. Instead, Jeannette strategizes or even retaliates.
She is first assaulted by a neighborhood boy, who holds her down in a shed and forces
himself on her. She bites his ear, he punches her, and she escapes. Later on, a stranger wanders
into the house in the middle of the night and also molests her. She screams, jumping out of bed
when the man touches her. After the latter incident, her father takes his children “pervert
hunting” but still refuses to lock the doors at night. Jeannette is also molested by her uncle. She
tells her mother, who is not fazed, and Jeannette simply avoids her uncle’s house in response.
Later on, as a teenager, her father leaves her alone with a man who tries to rape her. She defends
herself by showing him her burn scar and claiming it extends across her entire body. He is no
longer interested and allows her to leave.
During instances in which the survival instinct is the most notable motivational force,
characters generally reside in a state of Diffusion. While a character like Pecola survives through
quiet passivity, Jeannette is not conditioned to react in such a way; she fights back, alerts others,
cleverly escapes.
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Foreclosure (low exploration, high commitment)
Even though she is neglected, starved, and constantly uprooted, Jeannette refuses to lose
faith in her father for much of her childhood. He asks “have I ever let you down” and while her
brother mumbles yes, she does not acknowledge this truth:
When Dad dropped Brian and me off at school, he noticed that we weren’t
carrying lunch bags… He acted outraged, as though he’d learned for the first time
that his children were going hungry… At lunch… Dad appeared in the doorway,
carrying a big grocery bag… “Have I ever let you down?” he asked… In a voice
so low that Dad didn’t hear him, Brian said, “Yes.”
… “Dad has to start carrying his weight,” Lori said as she stared into the empty
refrigerator.
“He does!” I said. “He brings in money from odd jobs.” (Walls 77-78).
Jeannette defends her parents, especially her father, and adopts their values. Her father
values learning and curiosity; her mother values resilience and self-sufficiency. She is committed
to the nomadic, unconventional lifestyle set before her by her parents, accepting the status quo
imposed upon her by the closest authority figures in her life. She doesn’t begin to question her
family’s lifestyle until circumstances become even more extreme.

Moratorium (high exploration, low commitment)
Jeannette is taught by her father to explore the world. While she does explore knowledge
and nature, she does not begin to explore her own identity until she is a teenager. Her exploration
of her identity is tied closely with questioning the circumstances of her upbringing.
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There are key moments in which Jeannette’s unconditional contentedness with her home life
begins to falter. In one pivotal moment, she asks her alcoholic father to stop drinking as her
birthday present. When he fails to do so, she is extremely disappointed. She expresses her
frustration: “After all he’d put himself through, I couldn’t believe Dad had gone back to the
booze” (Walls 123).
Her faith in her mother also begins to fade. The family is uprooted once again, this time
taken to Jeannette’s grandmother’s house, but Jeannette’s excitement to see her grandmother is
cut short when her mother abruptly says, “Grandma’s dead”:
I couldn’t believe I’d been sitting there thinking of Grandma Smith, looking
forward to eating Cream of Wheat and having her comb my hair and cuss and all
the while she’d been dead. I starting hitting mom on the shoulder, hard, and
asking her why she hadn’t told us (Walls 92).
Several other incidents contribute to Jeannette’s damaged view of her family. She is
bullied at school and knows that her parents won’t help her. Her brother is molested by their
grandmother while their parents are entirely absent. Jeannette is disturbed by the rundown
condition of their house and tries to paint it, but is unable to do so on her own. She begins to
understand the depth of her mother’s selfishness when she hordes food away from her starving
children.
Eventually, a high-school aged Jeanette, growing increasingly disgruntled with her
family, applies for a position with her school’s paper and falls in love with the work. She begins
to learn about herself and read about the outside world, truly exploring her identity for the first
time.
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Later, as a settled adult, Jeannette returns to a state of exploration when her father dies,
causing her to reflect on her life and marriage. Eventually, she leaves her marriage. She loves her
husband, but as she comes to terms with her father’s complicated love, she realizes her
relationship is lacking. This shows that identity development continues into adulthood. It also
shows the uniqueness of a character like Jeannette, who is reflecting on her earlier life as an
adult. This perspective is rather useful in understanding her identity exploration.

Achievement (high exploration, high commitment)
Despite the constant abuse throughout her childhood, Jeanette does not reach a state of
Achievement until late into her teen years. When Jeannette’s father whips her at her mother’s
request, she finally resolves to leave home as soon as possible:
All through the long walk, the pain had kept me thinking, and by the time I
reached the tree trunk, I had made two decisions. The first was that I’d had my
last whipping. No one was ever going to do that to me again. The second was that,
like Lori, I was going to get out of Welch (Walls 221).
Jeannette and her siblings begin saving money and plotting their escapes. As a junior in
high school, Jeannette becomes editor-in-chief of the school paper, committing to an identity as a
journalist. She leaves for New York that year in order to qualify for in-state tuition costs. It
doesn’t take long for her to land an internship at a small paper. She helps her younger siblings
join her and Lori in the city. While Jeannette is in college, her father reads everything she is
studying, brags about her constantly, and helps her pay her tuition when she comes up short.
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Her parents move to New York, homeless. In class, Jeannette expresses her feeling that
homelessness can be a matter of choice, but is anxious to share that her opinion is born of her
personal experiences:
“I think that maybe sometimes people get the lives they want."
"Are you saying homeless people want to live on the street?" Professor Fuchs
asked. "Are you saying they don't want warm beds and roofs over their heads?"
"Not exactly," I said. I was fumbling for words. "They do. But if some of them
were willing to work hard and make compromises, they might not have ideal
lives, but they could make ends meet."
Professor Fuchs walked around from behind her lectern. "What do you know
about the lives of the underprivileged?" she asked. She was practically trembling
with agitation. "What do you know about the hardships and obstacles that the
underclass faces?"
The other students were staring at me.
"You have a point," I said” (Walls 162).
Jeannette has found her identity as a scholar, as a resourceful and resilient woman, and as
a journalist. She has also accepted her parents and the fact that she cannot change them. She
accepts her father’s love along with his inadequacy as a parent. She recognizes both the ugly and
beautiful aspects of her upbringing.

Conclusion
Jeannette is raised by parents who philosophically justify their station in life by
criticizing societal institutions and preaching resilience and self-sufficiency. Although they do
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not provide for their children’s survival needs, they do encourage them to learn and explore, and
they sporadically provide emotional warmth.
Because she is raised by parents whose lives of poverty seem to be a matter of choice,
Jeannette concludes that poverty is often a way of life rather than an uncontrollable state. Of
course, the fact that her parents could have provided much more for their family had they chosen
to do so is affected by their race and educational status. They are white and well-educated.
Jeannette’s mother inherits extremely valuable land through no work of her own. Those faced
with discrimination based on race, religion, immigrant status, or other factors may not agree with
Jeannette’s conclusion that poverty is often a choice. Therefore, Jeannette’s race and access to
education has affected her Achievement status, altering her conclusions about the world. Her
perception of the world is consistent with the “bootstrap myth,” that everyone can climb the
economic ladder with enough hard work and resilience; she believes her parents have simply
chosen not to do this.
Essentially, this way of thinking characterizes the American dream, the belief that “all
people, even if they face poor and meager circumstances at birth, can ‘pull themselves up by
their bootstraps’ to attain great wealth and prosperity” (Roos). This way of thinking is
widespread in American culture, as illustrated by a 2011 survey, which asked Americans who
would fare better in life: a poor, hard-working person, or a wealthy, lazy person. The majority of
Americans asserted the poor, hard-working person would be more economically successful
(Roos). Despite its popularity, the “bootstrap myth” has been proven false time and time again.
While 16% of white Americans born in the lowest fifth of income make it to the top fifth, only
3% of black Americans make this leap. 50% of black Americans born in the lowest fifth will not

Romberger 46
advance at all (Roos). Undoubtedly, Jeannette’s understanding of poverty and the economic
“ladder” is shaped, in part, by her race.
In addition to the effect of her race, Jeannette’s experiences are shaped by her gender.
Young women, of course, face a unique set of challenges, especially in the midst of poverty and
poor parenting. Jeannette is molested several times throughout her childhood by peers, family,
and strangers. This is often due to the negligence of her parents, who leave doors open, turn a
blind eye to sexual abuse, and even put Jeannette in situations in which she is vulnerable to abuse
(her father allows a stranger to take her upstairs at a seedy bar, for example). Though boys are
also vulnerable to sexual assault, Jeanette’s experiences and responses are affected by her
girlhood.
Another factor which affects Jeannette’s development is her closeness with her siblings.
Closeness with others seems to have a major impact on a character’s ability to overcome
challenges and reach a healthy Achievement status. For instance, Holden’s closeness with his
sister Phoebe is a main source of his advancement into an Achievement status. In contrast, a
character like Peola, with no substantial, meaningful family bonds, has much more difficulty in
this pursuit.
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Chapter: Holden Caulfield
Novel: The Catcher in the Rye, J.D.Salinger, 1951

Description of Character
Holden is the jaded, upper middle-class, 16-year-old narrator of The Catcher in the Rye.
He narrates from a hospital-institution and tells the story of his previous year in the form of an
extended flashback. The story he tells, “if you really want to hear about it,” begins with his
expulsion from prep school and chronicles his next few days (Salinger 1). Through his narration,
it becomes clear that Holden is filled with the angst accompanying the adolescent period of his
life; he is afraid of the passage of time, afraid of change, afraid of becoming an adult. More than
anything, Holden is afraid of death; his brother Allie died of leukemia three years prior. When
asked to describe his aspiration in life, he says he wants to be the catcher in the rye, to stand by
the edge of a cliff and keep children from falling off.
Holden’s memoirs begin three years following the death of his brother. Holden is in prep
school and discovers he has been expelled. The narration follows the chronological events of the
following three days, as Holden avoids facing his parents, but also contain flashback memories
from earlier in his life.

Identity Development Statuses Experienced
The Catcher in the Rye is unique in this analysis because the narrated story takes place
over only a few days, while the other narratives occur over several years. Though Holden’s sense
of commitment to certain ideologies does not falter throughout the short timespan of the novel’s
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events, he does have experiences that alter his worldview and allow him to advance to a state of
semi-Moratorium, followed by Achievement. Holden provides an extremely different case study
than that of other characters, whose narratives take place over longer spans of time.

Diffusion (low exploration, low commitment)
Holden feels a lack of motivation due to his negative perceptions of the world. As a
result, he fails out of prep school. This is where the story begins. Often, adolescents in identity
Diffusion status “resemble what are popularly known as slackers or underachievers” (Vinney). It
is clear that Diffusion is the state in which he has spent his adolescence thus far. He is partial to
fooling around, does not do his assignments (or, when he does, fills them with nonsense to
illustrate just how little he cares), and longs to escape reality. One avenue through which he tries
to escape reality is by running away with and marrying his girlfriend, who declines his proposal.
This behavior is right on par with an adolescent in a Diffusion status; scholars have found a
correlation between Diffusion identity status and attempts to escape through fantasy (Vinney).
These individuals tend to be overly suspicious of others and feel withdrawn from the outside
world.
Holden’s withdrawal from reality is the result of the trauma he has experienced.
Throughout the novel, Holden is still coping with the death of his brother three years prior. This
becomes clear when, early in the novel, he is asked to write a descriptive essay for a friend, and
the only thing he can think to write about is his brother’s baseball mitt, covered in hand-written
poems:
The thing was, I couldn't think of a room or a house or anything to describe the
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way Stradlater said he had to have. I'm not too crazy about describing rooms and
houses anyway. So what I did, I wrote about my brother Allie's baseball mitt. It
was a very descriptive subject. It really was. My brother Allie had this left-handed
fielder's mitt. He was left-handed. The thing that was descriptive about it, though,
was that he had poems written all over the fingers and the pocket and everywhere.
In green ink. He wrote them on it so that he'd have something to read when he
was in the field and nobody was up at bat. He's dead now (Salinger 21).
Prompted by this writing assignment, Holden recalls the night his brother died; in
response, he broke every window in the garage and permanently damaged his hand. His brother’s
death is a key catalyst of his anger and depression. Additionally, Holden has also experienced
other traumatic events, including witnessing the suicide of one of his classmates, who was
wearing Holden’s sweater at the time (Salinger 91). Given these experiences, Holden’s identity
status of Diffusion is no surprise.

Foreclosure (low exploration, high commitment)
As his narration unfolds, Holden seems to be in a state of high commitment, holding
firmly decided ideas about the world, almost entirely pessimistic. He is against anything he
considers “phony,” which is just about everything. Holden feels his world is overrun with
hypocrisy and artificiality, contributing to his depression and anxiety at the prospect of joining
the adult world. He is afraid of change. He is afraid of adulthood. He is afraid of himself. Holden
has made up his mind about the world. This fear of entering the world he has grown to hate is
evident when he describes his future ambitions to his sister Phoebe:
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Anyway, I keep picturing all these little kids playing some game in this big field
of rye and all. Thousands of little kids, and nobody's around--nobody big, I mean-except me. And I'm standing on the edge of some crazy cliff. What I have to do, I
have to catch everybody if they start to go over the cliff--I mean if they're running
and they don't look where they're going I have to come out from somewhere and
catch them. That's all I'd do all day. I'd just be the catcher in the rye and all. I
know it's crazy, but that's the only thing I'd really like to be (Salinger 23).
This child could represent his brother, whom he was not able to save from death, but this
analogy also evidences Holden’s fear of adulthood. The description of a child playing, not
knowing where he is going, and subsequently falling off a cliff, is the danger Holden sees
himself in; the cliff is his impending adulthood. Holden has yet to explore the world yet feels a
strong sense of commitment to his pessimistic paradigm, placing him squarely in the position of
Foreclosure.

(Semi) Moratorium (High Exploration, Low Commitment)
Holden’s pessimism and anxiety bar him from feeling open to exploration of the world.
Though he inadvertently has experiences which begin to alter his perspective, he never loses his
sense of commitment to the ideas he has formulated before exploration: that most of what people
do is disingenuous and “phony” and that to be “phony” is the worst thing a person can be.
Despite his pessimism, he is desperate for human connection. He runs into the mother of
one of his peers and asks her to have a drink with him, but she declines. He asks his cab driver to
join him for a drink, but he declines as well. He calls a girl he’s never met in the middle of the
night and begs her to meet him, but she says no, too. He meets a few women at a bar but only
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manages to be left alone with their tab. Again and again, Holden faces rejection throughout his
exploration phase.

Achievement (high exploration, high commitment)
Near the end of the novel, following his exploration of the world beyond prep school,
Holden has a moment of clarity. He sees Phoebe reaching for the gold rings on the carousel, and
he realizes growing up is about trial and error and reaching for something more:
All the kids kept trying to grab for the gold ring, and so was old Phoebe, and I
was sort of afraid she'd fall off the goddam horse, but I didn't say anything or do
anything. The thing with kids is, if they want to grab the gold ring, you have to let
them do it, and not say anything. If they fall off they fall off, but it's bad if you
say anything to them (Salinger 113).
Holden has realized that he must allow himself to reach further and begin to grow up. In
addition to this realization, Holden also notices that, after reflecting on the past year of his life,
he misses the people he came to know. This shows he is beginning to be able to make human
connections with those around him. “Don’t ever tell anybody anything,” he says, in the novel’s
closing line, “If you do, you start missing everybody” (Salinger 115).

Conclusion
An analyzation of Holden proves more complicated than one might expect, in part
because his narrative only extends over the course of a few days. All other adolescent characters
assessed in this project have narratives spanning from a few months to several years. However,
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even in such a short span of time, Holden experiences every status of Marcia’s development
theory, more or less.
Holden is victim to trauma and isolation. His difficult process of adolescence is
complicated by the loss of his brother and the other traumatic events he has witnessed. A
familiarity with death breeds a fear of progression through life’s stages. Holden is afraid to grow
up, and therefore associates adulthood with disingenuousness. Never does Holden relent from his
state of high commitment to his pessimistic ideologies, as is normally required for progression
into Moratorium, though he does engage in exploration nonetheless and reaches a state of
Achievement.
Holden’s ability to reach a state of Achievement despite the trauma he has experienced is
the result of a few key factors. For one, Holden has a close bond with his younger sister, who
urges him to think critically about himself and propels him into a state of Achievement. Close
family bonds have proven important in the lives of these characters; characters with such bonds
tend to overcome their trauma and advance from one status of identity development to the next,
while characters who do not have these bonds have the most difficulty adhering to Marcia’s
statuses and reaching Moratorium and Achievement. For example, Jeannette Walls of The Glass
Castle has deeply woven bonds with her siblings, and she and her siblings help each other escape
their undesirable childhood through both financial assistance and emotional support. In contrast,
Bigger Thomas has no close family bonds, has no one he loves and trusts to turn to when
confronted with a life-threatening dilemma, and subsequently finds himself caught by police
with blood on his hands, so to speak. Holden admires and loves his siblings, including the one
who passed away, and he is aware of his parents’ love, which motivates his self-preservation
instinct:
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Anyway, I kept worrying that I was getting pneumonia, with all those hunks of ice
in my hair, and that I was going to die. I felt sorry as hell for my mother and
father. Especially my mother, because she still isn't over my brother Allie yet. I
kept picturing her not knowing what to do with all my suits and athletic
equipment and all (83).
Additionally, Holden is a white, straight, cis-gendered, upper middle-class male. Unlike
the female characters in this analysis, Holden does not experience sexual harrassment, rape, or
gender discrimination that would stunt his personal growth. He does not experience extreme
poverty caused by racial discrimination. In fact, Holden is rather privileged to be able to attend
boarding prep schools, even if he does feel a lack of motivation to do well academically. Holden
is aware of his privileges, at least in terms of the wealth of his parents:
My father's quite wealthy, though. I don't know how much he makes--he's never
discussed that stuff with me--but I imagine quite a lot. He's a corporation lawyer.
Those boys really haul it in. Another reason I know he's quite well off, he's
always investing money in shows on Broadway (Salinger 58).
He remarks on how much money he has when he leaves boarding school, counting the
money his grandmother sent him, and realizes “I was pretty loaded. My grandmother'd just sent
me a wad about a week before. I have this grandmother that's quite lavish with her dough,”
implying that Holden comes from wealth at least two generations in the making.
Although Holden is depressed and ridden with anxiety due to the trauma he has endured,
his close relationship with his siblings, especially Phoebe, combined with his societal
advantages, allow him to reach a state of Achievement. One could predict, if Holden were to
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continue his memoirs for years to come, he will probably improve and grow out of his anxiety
and depression, at least enough to be able to function and contribute to society.
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Findings and Conclusions

This analysis focuses on the statuses of identity development of each protagonist
character, providing insight into the ways we understand ourselves and our formative years of
youth in cultural context. Understanding the identity development of fictional characters helps us
to better understand ourselves and our perceptions of growth, especially regarding our individual
diversity.
These analyses have been surprising and illuminating; they reveal a great deal about
identity development in cultural context, especially in the circumstances of diversity. Not every
character experiences all four statuses of Marcia’s proposed identity development, and some fit
more smoothly than others. The categories of diversity to which a character belongs do not
predict how healthily that character will develop but do greatly impact the experiences of the
character.
To illustrate this point, all three of the female characters analyzed are subject to sexual
abuse in varying degrees of severity. Neither of the male characters experience sexual abuse.
Quite the opposite is true for Bigger, who takes on a role of sexual abuser when he rapes his
girlfriend Bessie. This is not to imply that men are never subjected to sexual abuse; in fact,
Jeannette’s father and brother are both sexually abused by Jeannette’s paternal grandmother.
This does imply, however, that our culture understands surviving sexual abuse as a more
common facet of girlhood than of boyhood, an understanding in-line with statistical data; one in
five American women are raped at some point during their lives, compared to one in 71 men
(Black). These numbers, of course, do not account for the vast amount of unreported rapes and
sexual assaults in the US, but highlight the gender disparity when it comes to sexual abuse.

Romberger 56
Despite their abuse, both Jeannette and Claudia are able to reach a healthy state of identity, but
Pecola is not so lucky. Pecola’s abuse is also, beyond a doubt, the worst. She is raped and
impregnated by her own father, while only eleven-years-old.
In addition to gender, race also plays a key role in the ways identity development is able
to take shape in these characters. Three characters of this analysis are African American. Of
those three, Pecola and Bigger are unable to reach a healthy state of identity. Again, diversity is
not a predictor of unhealthy development, as evidenced by Claudia, who reaches a healthy
identity in adulthood. But these novels do seek to highlight the added hurdles accompanied by
the characters’ racial status. All three are subject to poverty and discrimination at the hands of
societal institutions. All three are victims to the internalized oppression imbedded in their
communities. All three face very different obstacles compared to the white characters analyzed.
The difference, I argue, between Claudia and her counterparts, is the level of love and
support she receives from her family. Claudia and her sister are allies and navigate the world
together, wiping each other’s tears and adventuring into exploration hand-in-hand. Her mother
cares deeply for her and nurses her back to health when she falls ill. Though her parents give her
blond-haired, blue-eyed babydolls, implying her ugliness in relation to whiteness, they care for
her enough to give her presents in the first place, and perhaps only white dolls were available for
purchase in 1930s America. Pecola and Bigger have no such sense of alliance in their families.
They do not receive love from their parents or siblings. Pecola receives only violence, abuse, and
denial. Bigger receives only pressure and discontent. This is, of course, not necessarily a
dispositional fault on the part of the parents, but a cultural symptom of racism and internalized
oppression. Regardless, love from the family is an extremely important factor when it comes to
identity development.
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While I argue that Jeanette and Holden are able to develop healthy identities in part
because of their races and sociocultural statuses, I also propose that love from family members
plays a key role in their lives as well. Holden has lost his brother and is in a deep state of grief,
but, ultimately, it is his loving relationship with his sister that pulls him into Achievement. He is
also acutely aware of his mother’s anxiety that something might happen to him, which instills in
him a stronger sense of self-preservation. Jeannette and her siblings provide for one another,
support each other, and unconditionally love each other. Despite her parents’ abuses, Jeannette
recognizes their underlying love for her, especially her fathers’.
Altogether, these character analyses highlight the added obstacles in an adolescent's life
associated with diversity, but these added obstacles do not predict an unhealthy development.
More important in a person’s identity development, at least according to these narratives, is love
and support from the family. This is the one element which, if missing, seems to be a steady
predictor of an unhealthy or nonexistent identity development. A lack of love from the family is
also closely connected to race and socioeconomic status, as those who are victim to internalized
oppression are often less equipped to provide it.
The novels chosen for this analysis represent novels commonly assigned for reading at
the high school and college level in the United States education system. For this reason, they
have had a major impact on the way students understand race, gender, identity, and adolescence,
leaving a significant imprint on our culture’s paradigm. The authors and protagonists of these
novels do not represent every aspect of diversity in the United States, let alone the world. No
protagonists are members of the LGBTQ+ community, no protagonists are Muslim, no
protagonists are Native American, and so on.
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In order for students, and in turn our culture at large, to have a better understanding of
identity development, adolescence, and diversity, more such novels should be introduced at the
primary and secondary level and discussed in classroom settings. Representation matters. Until
more diversity is included in the conversation, students will continue to have lacking
understandings of the importance of diversity and how it affects identity development. Were
analyses like this one to include novels with a broader range of diverse characters, they would
illuminate much more about diversity, identity, and intersectionality.

Implications for Marcia’s Statuses
How well each character fits Marcia’s statuses provides insight into the theoretical
framework itself. It is no coincidence that certain characters fit more smoothly than others. For
example, Holden Caulfield, who falls into no category of minority society, fits best, while Pecola
Breedlove seems to fit, but has an identity development which is decidedly unhealthy and an
Achievement which is deeply negative, rooted in delusional reprieve from suffering. Though
Claudia is proof that diversity does not necessitate an unhealthy development, it becomes clear
that Marcia’s statuses are not necessarily designed with diversity in mind.
The field of developmental psychology has been criticized from a feminist lens for its
androcentric, heteronormative, Western and white-centered framework, as I discussed at length
in the introduction. The assumptions of the founders of developmental psychology have laid the
groundwork for a system which normalizes white, male, economically advantaged individuals.
Those who have financial and social access to more resources (higher education, careers in a
wide variety of fields, etc.) are bound to develop more healthily than others.
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Examples of this are evident in all of these novels; Jeannette, a white female in the 1970s,
is able to escape the dissatisfaction of her parents’ domain through education, winning a
scholarship to a school in New York. Holden, a white male in the late 1940s, is able to
inadvertently explore his identity while wandering the city. He has enough money to stay in
hotels, buy bus tickets, order drinks, and so on. Those who have access to severely limited
resources, due to the intersection of race, gender, and poverty, have a much harder time adhering
to Marcia’s identity development statuses. It is clear that Marcia and his predecessors assume an
individual will have access to the resources necessary for identity development, which may be
limited due to race, class, gender, or other factors.
In addition, even if they are applicable, the stages and statuses laid out by Erikson and
Marcia may be oversimplifications. In reality, someone might experience more than one stage or
status at once, or might experience stages earlier or later than the strict age limits designated for
each. Real human lives are not often describable with dichotomies like “confusion” versus
“commitment.” Real people are much more complicated, nuanced, and variable. An individual’s
sense of commitment to an identity may be both sturdy and wavering simultaneously. Human
beings are masters of seemingly incoherent contradictions.
With that said, sometimes simplifications are useful or even necessary for us to
understand ourselves. Marcia’s statuses are popular among psychotherapists who work with
adolescents, and they help young people formulate conclusions about themselves and feel more
at ease in the face of daunting decisions, like what religious beliefs to subscribe to or what to
choose as a major in college. Despite its shortcomings, developmental psychology is an
important field. The field needs to be further developed, with diversity at the forefront of new
theories.
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